WE CARRY OUR OWN WELLS WITH US

Genesis 26: 12 Isaac planted crops in that land and the same year reaped a hundredfold, because the LORD blessed him. 13 The man became rich, and his wealth continued to grow until he became very wealthy. 14 He had so many flocks and herds and servants that the Philistines envied him. 15 So all the wells that his father's servants had dug in the time of his father Abraham, the Philistines stopped up, filling them with earth.  16 Then Abimelech said to Isaac, "Move away from us; you have become too powerful for us." 

 17 So Isaac moved away from there and encamped in the Valley of Gerar and settled there. 18 Isaac reopened the wells that had been dug in the time of his father Abraham, which the Philistines had stopped up after Abraham died, and he gave them the same names his father had given them.  19 Isaac's servants dug in the valley and discovered a well of fresh water there. 20 But the herdsmen of Gerar quarreled with Isaac's herdsmen and said, "The water is ours!" So he named the well Esek, [b] because they disputed with him. 21 Then they dug another well, but they quarreled over that one also; so he named it Sitnah. [c] 22 He moved on from there and dug another well, and no one quarreled over it. He named it Rehoboth, [d] saying, "Now the LORD has given us room and we will flourish in the land."  23 From there he went up to Beersheba. 24 That night the LORD appeared to him and said, "I am the God of your father Abraham. Do not be afraid, for I am with you; I will bless you and will increase the number of your descendants for the sake of my servant Abraham."  25 Isaac built an altar there and called on the name of the LORD. There he pitched his tent, and there his servants dug a well.  26 Meanwhile, Abimelech had come to him from Gerar, with Ahuzzath his personal adviser and Phicol the commander of his forces. 27 Isaac asked them, "Why have you come to me, since you were hostile to me and sent me away?"  28 They answered, "We saw clearly that the LORD was with you; so we said, 'There ought to be a sworn agreement between us'-between us and you. Let us make a treaty with you 29 that you will do us no harm, just as we did not molest you but always treated you well and sent you away in peace. And now you are blessed by the LORD."  30 Isaac then made a feast for them, and they ate and drank. 31 Early the next morning the men swore an oath to each other. Then Isaac sent them on their way, and they left him in peace.  32 That day Isaac's servants came and told him about the well they had dug. They said, "We've found water!" 33 He called it Shibah, [e] and to this day the name of the town has been Beersheba. [f] 


Did you know that Isaac, the promised son of Abraham, was the first Mennonite? I'll explain that in a moment.


But first, I can remember being told as a child, “Son, I never want to hear that you ever picked a fight with someone. But I never want to hear that you walked away from one, either. I'd rather you lost a fight with someone who started it, than that you backed down or walked away.” And that was the code of honor with which I grew up.


I didn't grow up Mennonite. Does it show? 


But something about that code of honor always bothered me. Although it kept me from starting fights, it didn't help me win any once someone else started them. But more importantly, if someone had a bone to pick with me, I always wondered, what do fists and bruised and bloody noses have to do with solving the problem between us ? Usually the problem started out as something like, "You were out at third base by a mile! Nu-hunh! Ya-Hunh!" Or, "Its my turn to fire the slingshot--Its my slingshot; let go of it! Now look; you broke it! Serves you right for not sharing it!" 


By the time it came to calling each other names and throwing punches, what we were really fighting over was who was bigger, badder and stronger, and would therefore get their way. But whoever won the fight, the problem that started it remained unsolved.


So I perked up when I read the denominational material that our children would be looking at during Sunday School today, about Isaac and his wells and his neighbors, and read that what we're supposed to take away is that peacemakers know when to walk away from a fight. Like Isaac and his family and servants did, when the Philistines filled in one set of wells that he had dug for his livestock, and after they filled in the second set of wells he had dug. And that strikes me as good advice. Know when to walk away from a fight. Because some fights just can't be solved by fighting. Not on the terms of those who pick the fights, like the Philistines did to Isaac. 


Isaac could walk away because earlier in the story God had personally renewed to him the promise he had made to his father Abraham, that Abraham and his descendants would inherit this land and dwell in it at peace with God and their neighbors, as long as they followed God whole-heartedly. At this point, God did not specifically say that no one else would dwell there with them. But he did promise that they could live there in peace as his priests and his people, to be blessed, and to be a blessing to others. I think that promise gave Isaac the courage and the sense of security to leave the conflict with the Philistines in God's hands and walk away, looking for another place to graze his livestock and dig another well.


But was Isaac really walking away from a fight? Or did he not find another, better way to fight that really addressed the root cause of the conflict? Namely, not enough water? Or grazing land? And isn't that what most conflicts are usually and really about? If its not about enough land or water or food, then its usually about not enough honor or dignity or respect or attention to go around. Or, at least the perception that there is not enough to go around. 


So, after being pushed around by the Philistines from one area to the next, Isaac and his servants went on the attack and struck back with sharp, pointy, dangerous weapons. Like shovels, pickaxes, and hoes. Not against the Philistines, but against the dirt and rock that stood between all of them and enough water. And each time Isaac and his family had to leave one set of wells for the next, they would have left the area a better place than when they had come, had not the Philistines trashed their wells. 


And that makes Isaac the first Mennonite. Isn't that the Mennonite story throughout the past 500 plus years? Pushed and driven out of their villages in Switzerland for their faith, some of the first Anabaptists found refuge around Strasbourg, France, where they worked land that had been neglected and ruined by war. A few generations later, their religious liberty was revoked, and some of them left for a more tolerant part of Poland, while others went north, toward Montbeliard, France. There again they worked marginal land that no one else wanted, and made it fruitful. Nancy Boer's ancestors were among those. Then came Napoleon and a new government that demanded that all men join the National Guard, no exceptions for reasons of religion. Until they got that straightened out, some of them left for Pennsylvania and Ohio, to make it prosper. The last batch of emigrants to leave Montbeliard locked their doors and loaded their wagons in the 1830's, crossed the sea, and settled another piece of land that nobody wanted. And once again they blessed and improved it: the Great Black Swamp of Northwest Ohio, my home territory. Next time you open up a can of Campbell's soup, look at the label to see if it came from the cannery in Napoleon, Ohio. If it does, the vegetables in that can come from Mennonite truck farms in the area (I didn't get any product placement fees for that sermon illustration, by the way).


Isn't that also the story of some of us who came from Ethiopia, or whose ancestors came from North Germany through Ukraine, or from Ireland, Scotland or Mexico, that you or your ancestors sought the peace and prosperity of the community, worked to make it a better place, got driven out by hunger or persecution, or both, moved on and did the same thing for the next community, just as people here are working to nurture and enrich the communities in which we find ourselves now. And if someone should again say to us, as the Communists said to some of us here in Ethiopia and Vietnam, “I don't like your faith, or your values, I don't trust your loyalty,” we know the drill. We've been there before, packed up our stuff, moved on and actually found ourselves blessed with growing strength and numbers. 


Because the blessings promised to Abraham still apply to us who share his faith, that God counts our faith as righteousness and justifies those who trust in him. And the call to Abraham, renewed to Isaac, still applies to us who share the faith of Abraham: to walk with God in covenant faith, so that God will not only bless us as he did Abraham and Isaac, God will also bless the nations around us and through us. So, if someone comes and says, "there's not room enough for us and you; not enough room for our faith and your's, or for your values and ours," we'll leave it to God to bless us, to vindicate us and to more than compensate us, as God did for Isaac. 


And that's the real lesson of the story: that what people mean for evil, God can turn toward the good, according to his promise, that "All things work together for the good of those who love God, who are called according to his purpose.(Rom. 8: 28)" 


Its not a question then of whether we fight or not, but who and how we fight. And for what. Nobody wants to be a patsy or a victim. But if we are fighting in God's cause and by God's means, then walking away or absorbing the injury and returning a blessing for a curse is a very honorable, wise and courageous way to fight. Its the way Christ fought. First of all, to fight the conflict itself. Then to fight that part of ourselves that says “I have to come out on top; I can't be a victor unless my enemy is my victim; I'd rather be a hammer than a nail, and there's no option in between.” 


That's what we're really fighting. Just thinking in those terms represents a major defeat, because it means surrendering to someone else's definition of ourselves, and to someone else's definition of the conflict. It allows someone other than God to define us and the issues between us. Even if, on those terms, we go head to head and toe to toe with an adversary and come out on top, we've lost. Because real victory only comes in the terms that Isaac defined when he found water the third time and named the well, "Rehoboth," “enough for all.” There is no victory until there is enough of what everyone needs and is fighting over. Whether its water, or dignity or respect, there is no true, lasting victory to be had at one another's expense. True victory in God's sight only comes when there is enough and it is shared. On those terms, Isaac won; it only took a while for the Philistines to recognize that they won, too, as long as they stopped trashing Isaac's wells.


I'd like to make an application from today's story to our own situation here at Emmanuel Mennonite Church. As most of you know, we likely will not be gathering and worshiping here in this sanctuary in three to six months. Like Isaac, we have been asked to move along. Unlike Isaac, the people who have asked us to move along are our friends, not our foes. So I won't push this analogy too far. Luther Seminary wants other new churches to enjoy this sanctuary and this space as much as we have, for the past eight years. And since we and the seminary and any new future churches here are on the same side in the same kingdom of God, since we and the seminary are on the same page when it comes to the value of planting new churches, and since our God is a God of "Rehoboth," enough for all, a God who multiplies five loaves of bread and two fish so that thousands can eat their fill and then walk away from leftovers, we can trust that there is also enough space in this city for ourselves and for any other new churches in this sanctuary in which to worship, fellowship and do ministry. We can even trust that there is a better place for us than this. And once we walk away from this place and leave it to others, who will also be our friends, I remind us, I believe that we, like Isaac, will find ourselves blessed with growing resources and effects, just as Isaac's flocks and family grew after each of their moves. 


And wherever we end up--and I'm excited to see where it will be-- if ever we have to leave a well that has supplied us with water, its okay. Because wherever we go, we carry our own wells with us. There is nothing to fear in this move, because if we have God's Spirit--or better yet, if God's Spirit has us--then there is already within us a well of living water bubbling up and overflowing, blessing us and the world around us, wherever we pitch our tents and pasture our flocks. Our well is Christ our Lord, and his Spirit. So there's nothing shameful about walking away from a well we have dug and from which we have drunk, and leaving it for others to enjoy. Because we carry our own wells within us. 


Can I get an Amen, anybody?
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